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House of Burgess: Jail time for 
public library fines 


Alabama library explores harsh new approach 
By Rob Burgess 

Tribune columnist 

You’ve read this type of story before. The particulars don’t really matter. It’s 


a set pattern. 


As a young person, someone will check a book out from the local library. 
Years will pass. For whatever reason, the book isn’t returned. Maybe it’s 


misplaced. Then, years and years later, the book is found. The now much 


older delinquent library patron returns the book. (Or someone else returns 


it in their absence.) 


If a fine is paid or a donation is made, it’s usually a token. Often the library 
will waive whatever late fees would have accrued, as it is just amazed 
someone would return a book decades after the fact in the first place. Near 
the end of the article there will be some anecdote about how much the 
person would have had to pay if the fines had been enforced. Everyone 


leaves smiling. 


Such a situation occurred a few months ago in New Zealand. 


“A book borrowed in 1948 from the Epsom Community Library in Auckland, 
New Zealand was returned over 67 years later,” reported ABC News’ 
Avianne Tan on April 29. “A grandmother in her 70s recently returned an 
overdue library book 67 years after it was borrowed, according to Auckland 
Libraries, the public library system for the Auckland region of New Zealand. 
... Based on Auckland Libraries’ current late fee policy, the overdue fine for 
the late return would have amounted to nearly $17,000 U.S. dollars. But 


luckily, the woman does not have to pay a single penny.” 


I could provide several more examples just from this year, but I think you 


get the idea. 


It’s a good thing these severely delinquent cardholders weren’t trying this 
in Athens, Alabama, though, or the stories might have turned out to be far 


less charming. 


“In an effort to recoup about $200,000 worth of overdue materials, Athens- 
Limestone Public Library will be enforcing an ordinance that prescribes 
fines and the possibility of jail time,” reported The News Courier’s Adam 
Smith on Aug 31. “City ordinance 93-1157 says it is unlawful for any person 
who has a library card to ‘fail or refuse to return’ any materials borrowed or 
withdrawn from the public library. Any person who violates the ordinance 
may receive a fine of up to $100, be sentenced to a city jail term of 30 days 


or possibly both at the discretion of the municipal judge.” 


As I discovered, this extreme policy isn’t unique to Athens, Alabama. 


“Two overdue library books have landed a married couple in Tecumseh, 
Michigan, afoul of the law. Not only have the husband and wife been fined 
more than $200, but they were arraigned in court, each charged with 
larceny of rental equipment,” reported ABC News’ Stevie Borrello on April 
15. “In the summer of 2014, Catherine Duren’s son checked out a Dr. Seuss 


book for Duren’s granddaughter from the Tecumseh District Library.” 


And in Green Bay, Wisconsin, Tabitha Oost, of Shawano, Wisconsin, was 


recovering in the hospital after a car accident when she was informed by a 


police officer she had a warrant out for her arrest in Shawano County for 


overdue library books. 


“According to court records, in October 2011, Oost and her daughter 
checked out several kids books, including ‘Giant Octopus to the Rescue’ and 
‘Freddie and Flossie,’” reported WITI-TV’s Katie DeLong on May 19, 2014. 
“A few months later, Oost went back to the library and checked out more 


items, including some DVDs such as ‘Mary Poppins.’” 


The last thing our society needs is yet another excuse for locking people up. 
We incarcerate more of our citizens at a higher rate than any other country 
on Earth. This is simply another way to punish poor people for the crime of 
being poor. It’s nothing less than a debtors’ prison. Rich patrons can just 

pay the library off when confronted. Those who can’t afford to throw money 


at their problems head to the pokey. 


I love libraries. For my entire life I have seen them as vital sanctuaries of 
knowledge and respite. But, if some libraries want to start involving the 


legal system when fines accrue, we may as well not have them at all. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


